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The above two quotes indicate a need for an appraisal of the status quo in relation to civic virtue in 
our nation. Dickens also reflects on the 
ever-present constant contradictions 
that characterise our socio-political 
life. This article provides an overview 
of the state of civic education in South 
Africa, considers its implications for our 
constitutional democracy and proposes 
some mechanisms for teaching it in 
and out of school.
What is civic education?
The United Nations Development 
Programme (2004:4) defines civic 
education as “learning for effective 
participation in democratic and 
development processes at both local 
and national levels.” This implies 
that those who are lucky enough to 
It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, 
it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 
incredulity, it was the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it was the 
spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we 
had nothing before us... Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities
Hide nothing from the masses of our people. Tell no lies. Expose lies whenever 
they are told. Mask no difficulties, mistakes, failures. Claim no easy victories. 
Amilcar Cabral (1965)
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be exposed to civic education are 
more likely to have the ability, 
capability and motivation to 
participate in a much more rational 
manner in a variety of activities that 
affect their lives. In this way, the recent 
voter apathy, political intolerance, 
violent service delivery protests and 
xenophobic attacks can be seen as 
clear indicators of a nation suffering 
the consequences of not taking civic 
education seriously. Given this state 
of affairs, it is important to remember 
what Oliver Tambo once said:
The masses are never wrong. We 
should respect them a little bit more. 
We should focus our minds a little bit 
harder to understand why they do what 
they do.
This statement raises a few 
questions. Why are the masses so 
violent when protesting about poor 
service delivery? Why are the masses 
so apathetic about exercising their 
democratic right to vote during local 
government elections? Why are the 
masses so politically intolerant of each 
other? Perhaps there is a need to begin 
to refrain from ignoring the challenges 
that have engulfed us, and masking 
difficulties. Perhaps it is time to stop 
pretending to be perfect, masking our 
mistakes and failures, and to ‘claim no 
easy victories.’
It is important to note that the 
biggest challenge facing modern 
democracies is how to maintain and 
sustain their democratic character. 
It is for this reason that democracies 
in many parts of the world realised 
the importance of active, informed 
citizens as necessary for sustaining 
their democracies. Hence civic 
education became part of their school 
curriculum. 
The current school curriculum in 
South Africa does not accommodate 
the teaching of civic education as a 
separate course but it is offered as a 
cross-curricular subject. This approach 
provides a superficial and mediocre 
citizenship education. This ‘civic deficit’ 
as Sonja Schoeman (2006) refers to it, 
signifies a neglect of civic education 
which poses a possible danger to South 
Africa’s newly-founded democracy.
According to the IEC a total of 251 
960 people had their ballots declared 
invalid and 6 726 836 registered 
voters decided not to vote in the 2014 
general elections. Other indicators 
of ‘civic deficit’ include political 
intolerance, xenophobia and violent 
service delivery protests. The situation 
is similar to the one referred to by 
the French philosopher Rousseau, 
who lamented: “We have physicists, 
geometers, chemists, poets, musicians, 
and painters; we no longer have 
citizens.”
It is a paradox that at the same time 
as the government acknowledges the 
significance of citizens’ participation 
in democratic and development 
processes, civic education is not 
being given priority in our schools and 
communities, let alone in the National 
Development Plan. 
The need for civic education in 
South African schools
Civic education is one way to help 
people overcome political apathy, 
teach more peaceful forms of political 
and civic behaviour and help provide 
tools to solve social problems in non-
violent ways. Giroux (1995:17-18) 
emphasised the significance of civic 
education in a democratic state, saying:
...citizenship and democracy need 
to be problematised and reconstructed 
for each generation...public schools 
must assist in the unending work of 
preparing citizens for self-governance 
in an evolving social environment. 
Through the public schools, learners 
can be taught the values and skills 
necessary to administer, protect and 
perpetuate a democratic society.
The above quote implies that civic 
education must become an eternal 
activity, a lifelong learning process 
that ensures that future generations 
are better prepared for a democratic 
culture. Given one of the key desired 
goals of the entire school curriculum 
in a democratic state should be the 
promotion of democratic attitudes, the 
study of civic education should play 
a significant part in the socialisation 
of the young into positive attitudes 
towards the democratic philosophy 
and process. Inter alia, this involves an 
understanding of political tolerance, 
co-operation, empathy, diversity and 
social responsibility. 
To ensure that democracy is 
sustained, civic education should 
become an integral part of the school 
curriculum. Schools should become 
sites of inculcating civic knowledge, 
skills and values. The following 
examples are typical of issues that 
may be covered in a civic education 
curriculum:
The above issues should guide the 
formulation of the curriculum in order 
to produce active and democratic 
citizens. If taught properly, this should 
KNOWLEDGE SKILLS ATTITUDES AND VALUES
Institutions of democracy Critical thinking Acceptance of the rule of law
Citizens’ rights and responsibilities Communication skills Respect for human dignity
Current political issues Problem solving Respect for human rights
Functions of Civil s ociety organisations Conflict resolution Respect for tolerance
Social Relations Rejection of prejudice and all 
kinds of discrimination
Preservation of the environment Commitment to peace
Economic literacy Commitment to truth
Sustainable development
Cultural heritage of own country
Source: Audigier: (2000)
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prepare learners for their future 
responsibilities as mature citizens of a 
democratic dispensation. It is for this 
reason that government, in an effort 
to develop civic competency and 
responsibility among learners, should 
seek to do the following:
• appoint an independent body 
to develop a civic education 
curriculum; 
• provide appropriate teaching 
resources;
• fund civil society organisations 
which conduct civic education; and
• engage publishers to produce 
quality curriculum materials.
Civic education should aim to 
strengthen democracy and increase 
participation by civil society and not 
consist of propaganda for any political 
party or religious group. In an effort to 
inculcate civic education, schools need 
to:
• Teach civic education from Grades 
1-12. This can be done by spiralling 
the curriculum content so that every 
learner at any stage of development 
can be taught effectively in some 
intellectually honest form.
• Introduce programmes that can 
engage learners in society, e.g. 
debating societies, voluntary social 
work projects and environmental 
clubs.
• Offer extra-curricular and 
co-curricular activities so that 
learners are able to “live what they 
learn” about civics and democracy.
In this regard, citizen education 
must go beyond inculcating civic 
knowledge, skills and values, but 
should encourage the application of 
those knowledge, skills and values 
in real life situations. As Naval et al 
(2002) asserted that democratic civic 
education prepares learners to actively 
participate in the socio-economic and 
political life; it must therefore be a 
life-long learning process.
The role of community development 
workers in promoting civic 
education
Civic education cannot be confined 
to the classroom. As a lifelong activity, 
it must also be taught and promoted 
outside school. In this regard, 
Community Development Workers 
(CDWs) are strategically positioned 
to act as advocacy planners for the 
promotion of civic education.
According to the South African 
Management Development Institute 
(SAMDI: 2005) Community 
Development Workers (CDWs) are 
officially mandated to develop and 
transform communities by, amongst 
others:
• informing them about, and assisting 
them to access the services provided 
by the government; and
• determining the needs of 
communities and communicating 
these to the government.
This implies that CDWs must 
become advocacy planners. In 
other words, they must advocate 
in relation to issues that affect their 
specific communities. In this way, 
civic education becomes pertinent. 
Given their role of promoting citizen 
participation, CDWs can mobilise civil 
society organisations and organs of 
state to teach communities about issues 
that are inherently civic in nature. 
The same skills, attitudes and values 
outlined in the table above in relation 
to a school curriculum can be gained 
during advocacy campaigns on civic 
education. These campaigns can link 
to the work of a number of civil society 
and independent state-led institutions. 
Examples include the Human Rights 
Commission, the Public Protector, 
the Gender Commission, the IEC, the 
SAIHR and Lead SA. 
Based on the above, it is quite clear 
that CDWs can enhance state pro-
active responsiveness to its citizens, 
thereby obviating the problems of 
xenophobic attacks, gender based 
violence and violent service delivery 
protests which are all the hallmarks of 
an uninformed citizenry and a lack of 
civic culture.
Conclusion
In order to ensure that norms 
and values of citizenship are well 
grounded in South African society, the 
following need to be considered by the 
government:
• Make civic education part of the 
school curriculum.
• Fund Civil Society Organisations 
that have knowledge and skills to 
promote civic education.
• Provide enough resources for CDWs 
to act proactively and effectively 
as   advocates for increased civic 
education.
• Publish and disseminate information 
brochures on civic education issues.
It is incumbent on the state to prepare 
its citizens to be able to cope effectively 
with the complex nature of today’s socio-
political and economic environment. 
Indeed, ‘we have everything before us’ 
to make civic education much more 
conspicuous in our everyday life, as well 
as to re-ignite personal commitment 
to make us an enlightened, capable, 
developmental and responsive state. 
This requires working together with all 
interested parties to re-invigorate the 
aura of civic education in our schools 
and communities and ‘stop claiming 
easy victories’.  Anything less than full 
support for on-going and honest civic 
education carries the risk of hiding the 
truth from our people and thereby 
falling into the trap of ‘masking mistakes 
and failures.’ 
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Civic education is  
one way to help people 
overcome political 
apathy, teach more 
peaceful forms of 
political and civic 
behaviour and help 
provide tools to solve 
social problems in 
non-violent ways.
